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It’s 11:50 am, the ‘ding’ from my computer is telling me to change for my lunch-hour yoga class, and I need to finish e-mailing back one of my authors. I must get a bunch of sample 
journals into the mail for the 2 pm UPS deadline. 
‘Ding!’ I change into my yoga clothes and then 
pack my subway card and my daughter’s vacci-
nation record so I can pick her up from day care 
after yoga and take her to the pediatrician for 
vaccinations. Can I do that in my yoga gear, or 
do I need to pack work clothes? It’s only Tuesday, 
and already I’m exhausted from planning three 
activities (and two sets of clothes) in advance. 
As an editor, the individual components of my 
day may be different from a physician’s, but the 
lessons that I have learned in time management 
translate to all.
We constantly hear stories about women jug-
gling career and ‘other work,’ but how do we 
achieve this balance? Australia recently celebrated 
the 150th anniversary of the workers’ eight-hour-
day victory. How many of us really work only 
eight hours? Effective time management is the 
key to keeping it all together.
I believe that modern women have learned to 
fit as much work as possible into the available 
time. Conversely, I also believe that if we limit the 
amount of time we spend at work, we can squeeze 
any number of jobs into that time. A commitment 
to leaving the clinic at a certain time ensures that 
we keep working efficiently in the time available, 
before we leave for our ‘other job.’
Our feminist upbringing taught us that we can 
have it all. I believe that we can, but not all at the 
same time. All aspects of life (workloads, family 
relationships, health, household budgets) come 
under stress at various times and enjoy greener 
pastures at other times; time management is cru-
cial. Picture a lighthouse whose beam falls on one 
aspect of your life at a time (the few days or weeks 
when your workload seems under control) while 
other aspects are in the dark (the car is long over-
due for service). Try to keep the under-control 
area calm by not inviting more work into your life 
(such as volunteering for an extra project); this 
should allow you room to book that car service. 
At other times, the car, home, and pets will be 
fine, when extra effort is required at work. Learn 
to work smarter so that you don’t have to cope 
with many areas of stress simultaneously. That is 
often when we fall ill. When most of the tasks in 
your life are running smoothly, if one aspect ‘falls 
over’ (for instance, your daughter breaks her arm 
at day care and you need to take her to hospital), 
you will hopefully find yourself with the resources 
to cope with that single crisis without bursting 
into tears!
TIME MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES AT WORK
I find that stress is minimized if I follow simple 
time management rules, delegate anything 
that doesn’t absolutely have to be done by me 
personally, and keep track of those delegated tasks 
to ensure delivery.
1. Time Management 101
•  Each morning, ask yourself, ‘What do I hope 
to achieve today? This morning?’ Make a list 
of these priorities on the way to the clinic, so 
that, no matter how out of control your day 
gets, if you have time to attend to any tasks, 
it will be those deemed most important. 
Make those tasks your first goal when you 
arrive, rather than simply reacting to what 
hits you when you open the in-box (urgent 
e-mails aside).
•  Watch your clinic schedule objectively. If you 
are still seeing your morning’s list of patients 
at 2 pm, ask yourself and others why. Where 
is the breakdown in efficiency? Did you start 
late? Are you taking longer with patients 
than you are ‘allotted’? Are patients showing 
up late? Do you not have enough rooms? 
Identifying the ‘location of the lesion’ will 
help you to more effectively treat it.
•  To reduce the feeling that you have 
three half-completed jobs under way 
simultaneously, try to prioritize, and tidy 
up all the loose ends of one job before 
getting into the next. Keep in mind that the 
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most efficient people you will meet never 
touch the same piece of paper twice.
•  Use your trip home to plan the next day. The 
first half of your journey can be used to reflect 
on what worked well for you during your 
work day, then the second half to prioritize 
items or concerns for the next day. This 
continuous ‘quality improvement’ process 
of your own efficiency may result in multiple 
small changes that, over time, can turn your 
days into well-managed blocks of time.
•  Keep a notepad or a PDA handy for jotting 
down ideas that come into your mind 
at home or at work (finish that report, 
round with the charts on a cart to be more 
efficient). Use the opposite end of the 
notebook for jotting down tasks to do at 
home that evening (book opera tickets, 
check travel dates with partner).
2. Learning to delegate
•  Make a list of those tasks that you have 
to do in one day, with an assessment of 
how much time each might take you. Try 
to objectively assess whether a task truly 
needs your personal touch. Try to separate 
wanting to be involved in a process from 
needing to be involved to ensure its success. 
Hand over those tasks in which you don’t 
need to be directly involved to a trusted 
colleague with a clear understanding of 
the time frame required, and either remain 
available for any questions or develop a 
planned oversight strategy.
3. Following up systematically
•  Keep your own list of which tasks need 
attention, who is attending to them, and 
when they need action.
4. Ergonomics
•  Reduce neck and shoulder strain with a 
hands-free headset for teleconferences, 
particularly when you need to be writing 
and searching online at the same time.
•  Make a commitment to yourself to take part 
in activities that enhance your quality of 
life. Take a lunchtime walk outside at least 
twice a week. If you can’t leave the building, 
at least eat your lunch away from the clinic 
(elsewhere in the hospital, if you have no 
lunch room). Just get away from the in-box, 
and chew slowly.
•  Constantly look for ways to be more 
efficient. If you are responsible for taking 
minutes in a meeting, take them directly on 
a laptop rather than hand-writing them and 
typing them out later. If you are taking down 
an address to post somebody a document, 
write it directly onto the envelope, not onto 
a scrap of paper.
•  Always have an ‘activity’ in your pocket for 
unexpected downtime. When delays occur 
between patients (for example, when you 
are waiting for a patient to return to his 
or her room), pull out an article that you 
need to critique and construct an outline, 
or pull out your dictaphone and transcribe 
a letter.
•  Hang a whiteboard in your clinic or cubicle 
for jotting down those small or incomplete 
tasks, so they don’t fall off your list. Nothing 
weighs down the mind at 3 am more 
than the effort required in keeping a long 
mental list of ‘things I must remember to 
do tomorrow.’
TIME MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES AT HOME
Find yourself a housekeeper—it’s worth 
the investment!
•  Decide what chores really can be left until 
after dinner. The motto I follow is CIWUL: 
Can It Wait Until Later? Although it would 
be great to have the laundry put away, the 
cat fed, and the dry cleaning collected before 
dinner, doing these tasks while preparing 
dinner and supervising homework will leave 
you stressed. Streamline where possible, and 
defer the non-urgent chores until the kids 
are in bed.
•  Make weekend breakfasts the opposite of 
weekday ones: stay later in bed and read 
a book with the kids, talk about what you 
all want to do that day, and prepare and eat 
breakfast at a more leisurely pace.
•  If you find yourself begrudgingly folding the 
washing and contemplating the next three 
things that need to be done before you can 
relax, while boring holes into the back of 
your husband’s head with your eyes (as he 
reclines on the sofa browsing through the 
newspaper), take this as a sign—ask for 
help! “Can you please help me with this?” 
works for me.
•  Finally, never stop striving to make all 
processes better and your use of time most 
efficient. Don’t think that this is a self-
focused goal. While our primary goal may 
be better patient outcomes, remember that 
a better quality of life for the doctor lessens 
frustrations and the likelihood of burnout. 
In the end, that benefits all.
